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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Drawing multimodality's bigger picture: metalanguages and corpora for multimodal analyses - in lieu of a Festschrift for John A. Bateman





1 Drawing multimodality's bigger picture

The present Research Topic is dedicated to the work and achievements of one of the key figures in multimodality research, Professor John A. Bateman. John officially retired from his professorship in September 2023, after nearly 25 years of service at the University of Bremen, Germany, and more than 35 years of academic work at several universities and research centers around the world. Those who know John are aware that this retirement is desirably only a formality and that he will hopefully remain engaged in academic work for many years to come.

In good old German academic tradition, professorial retirements are often accompanied by a so-called Festschrift, a “celebratory writing,” i.e. a book honoring the academic and their work, with contributions from colleagues, friends, and PhD students. However, such a Festschrift is something that John himself did not allow to happen due to “too much cult of the individual” (quote from a personal email conversation in 2023). Normally, as long-time colleagues and mentees, we follow John's judgment and accept his decision, but through his training, we also learned to scrutinize and challenge some of his statements, only for his own good, of course.

So here we are with this Research Topic, which is indeed a collection of articles by John's colleagues, research associates, friends, and PhD students, in a journal that is edited by him and that is dedicated to one of his main research fields: multimodal communication. The majority of the articles in this Research Topic are papers from two conference panels we organized for the 11th International Conference on Multimodality (ICOM-11) in London in September 2023; some others are contributions from even more colleagues and friends from all over the world. We thank everyone cordially for their input, support, interest, and contribution to this Research Topic—and we thank John for making it possible. After all, it was John who officially approved our plans to organize the conference panels and publish this Research Topic as something “almost reasonable” (another quote from a personal email conversation in 2023). Admittedly and naturally, John did not have much say in the matter after his approval, nor was he involved in the review process. Of course, his spirit is present (or alive) in every contribution and the research behind it—and this is exactly what we were aiming for: we wanted to bring together scholars from a variety of disciplines interested in multimodality research to review, explore, and advance the contributions that John has made both to theory- and method-building and to the advancement of multimodal empirical and corpus analyses.



2 Metalanguages and corpora for multimodal analysis

Our main starting points for this Research Topic were twofold, building on discussion points recently raised by John himself: On the one hand, after 30 years of development, mainly in the humanities, and after having been evaluated in many different ways (see for an overview Wildfeuer et al., 2019), multimodality should no longer be seen as a research field or discipline, but rather as a “stage of development within a field,” a stage that every discipline goes through (Bateman, 2022a, p. 49). This means that many different fields and disciplines (not only in the humanities) have already entered, are currently entering, or will soon enter their own multimodal phase with a renewed interest in multimodal phenomena. With this comes a particular commitment to theory and method development, with each discipline or field bringing in its own principles and tools. This leads not only to an immense breadth of potential objects of analysis and points of discussion, but also and more importantly to the need to bridge differences and incompatibilities in favor of what John calls a “meta-methodology”:

“We need to find ways of ‘combining' insights from the variously imported theoretical and methodological backgrounds brought along by previous non-multimodal stages of any contributing disciplines.” (Bateman, 2022a, p. 49)

On the other hand, this search for a meta-methodology to guide multimodal analysis has recently been driven by more empirical approaches and the development and use of larger multimodal corpora, which also require theoretical and methodological refinement.

“We need to develop ways of strengthening claims with robustly applicable methods which nevertheless remain firmly anchored theoretically.” (Bateman, 2022b, p. 64)[SIC]

Making available these large-scale corpora and providing broader and more complex empirical and experimental setups aim to reconceptualize the practice of multimodal analysis and fully implement the “move from theory to data” (see Pflaeging et al., 2021). Following Bateman (2022a), for a productive treatment of these issues, disciplinary triangulation and the development of a “common language” or metalanguage (Maton and Chen, 2016) for an “integrationist interdisciplinarity” (Van Leeuwen, 2005) are the greatest challenges in contemporary multimodality research. It is precisely these challenges that we productively defined as the main aims of this Research Topic and as “a multimodal task from the ground up” (Bateman, 2022b, p. 64). We explicitly called for works that critically addressed John's theoretical and methodological advancements, that tested and reviewed the many approaches that he has developed for the analysis of multimodal artifacts, and that expanded on or even rejected some of the ideas and insights provided in his work.

True to John's research, the resulting contributions show theoretical and methodological concerns on the one hand, and data-driven analyses and approaches to a variety of multimodal artifacts on the other. Similar to the breadth and depth of his own work in more than 350 publications since 1983, the contributions to the present Research Topic are diversely rich and broad, ranging from brief research reports to a mini review to expanded research articles, all of which make a significant contribution to the field of multimodality research. Several articles challenge the theoretical and methodological concepts that were originally discussed and/or further developed by John, such as the notion of discourse semantics and a multimodal metalanguage (Martin), the concept of semiotic mode (Castaldi), the use of Segmented Discourse Representation Theory for multimodal artifacts (Kim and Calway), or the idea of a comprehensive semiotics for multimodal (corpus) analysis (Wildgen; Hiippala). Some papers show the breadth and reach of these theoretical and methodological concepts to provide an application-oriented approach to specific sub-disciplines of multimodality research, including diachronic multimodality studies (Pflaeging), multimodal argumentation studies (Stöckl), or multimodal corpus analysis (Hiippala). Several other articles provide results and evidence from empirical multimodality research with annotation systems and/or larger corpora (Maiorani; Hiippala; Thiele et al.), computational and (semi-)automatic tools (Wilson et al.; Mattei), or experimental studies such as eyetracking, surveys and interviews, or motion detection (Thiele et al.; Markhabayeva and Tseng; Lehmann; Maiorani). Together, these contributions provide insights into a wide range of communicative situations and media, including face-to-face interactions (Lehmann; Wilson et al.), foodscaping (Kim and Calway), film and audiovisual media (Wildgen; Thiele et al.; Markhabayeva and Tseng; Schmidt), websites and social media (Mattei), dance (Maiorani), and diagrams (Hiippala).

John can and should be present in all contributions—certainly not as a dominant sovereign (of which he was initially afraid; cf. “the cult of the individual” in Durkheim, 1964). Instead, we believe that each contribution developed its own voice and standpoint as part of the bigger picture of multimodality research. This voice may have been trained, educated, and influenced by John, through his writings, his comments and reviews, or his famous discussion practice, but it is certainly also presented with a particular independent stance, be it critical or affirmative, bringing out new and sometimes challenging ideas, reasonably.

Following the suggestion by Hiippala (2024), we label this Research Topic a “not-a-Festschrift Research Topic,” because it is, indeed, not simply a way of honoring John's scholarly achievements in a retrospective. Rather, this Research Topic intends to foster theory- and method-building in multimodality research with a prospective, future-oriented, outlook. Very much in the spirit of John's work as a mentor, supervisor, colleague and friend, we see the papers as examples of intellectual positions that can and should be discussed and challenged. We also see them as calls for future work, for the advancement of the field of multimodality research, something that John has always striven for with admirable curiosity, open-mindedness, and exceptional innovation and commitment.
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